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Rabbi Selwyn Franklin was born in South Africa
and attended a Jewish high school. He continued his
studies in Israel and America, graduating with a theology degree and a master’s degree
in philosophy.

is also a former president of the Rabbinical Council
of New South Wales and served as a member of the
judicial council Sydney Beth Dîn.

Judaism is very
life-orientated and
accentuates the
optimistic side of
human existence.

After graduating, he spent some
time in Australia in youth work,
then in South Africa in two places,
Durban and Cape Town. When
in Cape Town, Rabbi Franklin
became very much involved in the
struggle for human rights and he
founded an organization “Jews for
Justice” which was closely allied to
the United Democratic Front of the
African National Congress. About twenty years ago,
the situation became very tense in South Africa; and
because of his involvement in the struggle for human
rights, he was forced to leave the country.
Rabbi Franklin now serves as the spiritual leader of
BMH-BJ Congregation in Denver, Colorado. He

S

habbat Shalom: How does
Judaism see death?

Franklin: The concept of death
is something that Judaism relates to, but it prefers to accentuate life itself. Although dying
for one’s faith is considered to be
highly laudable, as in the concept
of martyrdom, it would be better
even to violate the Sabbath laws,
which are very serious, in order
to save a life. So I would say that to a certain extent Judaism is very life-orientated and accentuates the optimistic side of human existence.
Be that as it may, death itself is regarded as a part
of life, so an essential thing to do when death occurs is to recite what is known as the kaddish
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prayer, commemorating someone who has passed
away, not only at the graveside and in the various
religious services but throughout the year following the death of the loved one.
The mourner reads a selection of kaddish passages that embrace the idea of God prevailing over
all; and while in fact it is a very sad moment and
people feel a personal loss, nevertheless it is a recognition that
ultimately what occurs is with
God’s will. And to a religious
person, a person with faith,
could indeed be a source of
comfort at a time like this.
Shabbat Shalom: How does
that compare with the Jewish view of life? Is this life all
there is?

who came in contact with a dead person would
have to go through a spiritual renewal process, actually a form of baptism we call mikva. Christian
baptism is actually derived from the Jewish tradition of immersion in a ritual bath, and the idea
is, of course, to accentuate the importance of life
over death. Impurity, therefore, is associated with
death, and purity is associated with the idea of
life over death. After coming
in contact with a dead body, a
person couldn’t approach the
sanctuary without first going
through ritual immersion. Our
attitude could be summarized
in Psalm 23:4: “Even though I
walk through the valley of the
shadow of death, I will fear no
evil for you are with me.” That
most likely summarizes the
Jewish perspective on death.

Our attitude could be
summarized in Psalm
23:4: “Even though
I walk through the
valley of the shadow
of death, I will fear no
evil for you are with
me.” That most likely
summarizes the Jewish
perspective on death.

Franklin: We believe in life
after life. We believe that the
grave is not the end of the road
and in fact living in this world
is a preparation for what we
call the world to come, haolam
habah. How one lives one’s life
in this world isn’t in the hope
of a reward, but it is seen as a
sort of investment. If you cultivate your spiritual existence
in this world by means of living a spiritual life, you will have a substantial spiritual existence beyond the grave. That is the Jewish
point of view.

Shabbat Shalom: So death is just an acceptable
part of life?
Franklin: What is interesting is that the Talmud,
a work which portrays the entire gamut of Jewish existence, states that a person should in fact
bless the Lord, bless God for both good and bad
things, recognizing that things which we perceive
to be bad are actually a part of the ultimate plan, a
recognition that God runs the show. It allows one
to accept death much easier.
It is interesting that in the temple of old which
serves as a spiritual model for today, any person

Shabbat Shalom: So are you
saying that death is like a gate
to a better existence for human beings and that we will
continue at some other level
after we have passed that?

Franklin: I am not sure, because none of us have ever
been there and come back. I
am not sure about the existence beyond the grave. What
we do assert is that there is some existence beyond
the grave, but Judaism doesn’t encourage a quest
for spirits and those who are passed away because
the Bible proscribes it. It says that you may not
search for the dead. However, there are recorded instances in our religious writings, as well as
in other writings, of some kind of contact with
the spiritual world, with people who have passed
away. These contacts could be by people hallucinating; but on the other hand, there are those who
think it is very, very real.
So, we assert that there is life after life, but to say
that it is a reward for living in this world would be
a negation of this world. This is not Jewish. Judaism says that the purpose of living is ultimately to
make the world in which we live a better place.
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If as a consequence we develop our spiritual selves,
then we’ll have a spiritual existence at a deeper
level once we leave this world. That in no way describes the nature of the world to come because
we are not sure.
Shabbat Shalom: So you hold a very existential
view when it comes to life?
Franklin: Absolutely!
Shabbat Shalom: In reading Jewish literature
and the Hebrew Bible, one comes across the
idea of the resurrection of the dead. Does Judaism believe in the resurrection?
Franklin: Resurrection is one of our articles of
faith, one of the things we believe in, but once
again it is diﬃcult to define. It certainly means
something other than life after life. So when we
pass away, it’s not that we die and then we come
alive again in a physical form but that the spirit, the
soul, continues beyond the grave. I sometimes use
the analogy of a balloon filled with air. Once the
air is dissipated the balloon becomes lifeless while
the air continues in a very amorphous form.

tianity that Descartes refers to. Rather the body
and soul are seen together in concert, the body being the way in which the soul activates itself for a
positive life. For example, sexuality from a certain
Christian perspective is regarded as an evil of the
ﬂesh. Judaism regards sexuality as being of a productive nature, a spiritual means of developing the
human being in concert with his or her spouse.
On the other hand, there is certainly a belief that
the body will go through a demise at death while
the spirit continues beyond the grave.
Shabbat Shalom: What do you do as a Rabbi
when someone in your congregation dies? What
are some of the rituals that surround death?

Resurrection from a religious Jewish perspective
really means that there is a time in the future when
humans who have died will once again come alive
in a physical form. There is the belief that such
an event will occur in Messianic times, when the
Messiah finally arrives to perfect the world. It is
believed that at a certain point in time there will
be a physical resurrection. Maimonides, one of
our greatest thinkers, deals with the notion of resurrection, but he doesn’t go into detail. We believe that resurrection will happen. It is evident
from chapters 37 and 38 of Ezekiel that mention
the dry bones. We believe in the resurrection, and
we take it literally to a certain extent, but we don’t
know what it really will be like until the moment
comes. We certainly believe in the possibility.

Franklin: If I am present at the moment of death,
I try to comfort the immediate family and others
present. My qualification in psychology enables
me to use psychological techniques to help people
overcome their grief as well as the spiritual guidance that I may give them. There is a ritual of
opening the windows to symbolically allow the
soul to depart from the body. I would contact almost immediately the Jewish burial society called
the chevra kaddisha, and they would send a hearse
with two of the staﬀ to remove the body to the
chevra kaddisha, at the chapel where the burial will
take place. Prior to the funeral service, the body
is cleaned and prepared by ritual washing, with
certain measures of water being poured over it.
Then the body is dressed in white linen garments
without pockets and placed in a simple coﬃn. In
addition to the person being buried in these white
shrouds, there is also the prayer shawl the person
may have used during prayer services. The shawl
is used to drape the body and then the coﬃn is
sealed. A unique feature of Jewish funerals is that
there is no ornate coﬃn. It is a simple wooden box
usually of pine. In Sydney, it is painted black; in
South Africa, it is left just plain; and in Israel, they
don’t even bury people in coﬃns. They just lower
the body into the grave on a covered stretcher.

Shabbat Shalom: Are you somehow dividing a
body and soul into two separate entities?

Shabbat Shalom: Tell us a little about the funeral
service.

Franklin: Judaism doesn’t really try to separate the
body and the soul in the sense that the body is regarded as a negative thing and the soul as positive,
like you find in the Cartesian problem in Chris-

Franklin: There is a special requirement to try
to have the funeral as soon as possible after the
death, even on the same day. It is generally very
diﬃcult to arrange it so soon, so it is scheduled for
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the very first opportunity after immediate family arrive from overseas. The service itself is held
in the chapel and consists of some psalms and
words about the deceased. Before the service
commences, there is an act of grief which is positively expressed through cutting of garments called krim.
It is done on the left-hand
side, the side nearest the heart,
for parents, and on the other
side for near family: husband,
wife, sister, brother, child. After the service, people go to the
burial ground where the burial
takes place.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you practice cremation?
Franklin: Orthodox Judaism, which I subscribe to, does
not allow cremation. With reformed Judaism, cremation is
allowed although the practice
has become more and more discouraged. Burial in the ground
is a traditional way for Jewish
people to be buried.

lit, and a person comes to the synagogue to say the
kaddish prayer in which God’s hand in the process
is recognized. That is the basic procedure.
Shabbat Shalom: What impresses me most is the
mourning period, because
from a psychological perspective, it is a very healthy
way to deal with grief. Jewish people are free to express
themselves, not as in western
society where those kinds of
things are just swept under
the carpet.

Resurrection from
a religious Jewish
perspective really
means that there is
a time in the future
when humans who
have died will once
again come alive in a
physical form.

Shabbat Shalom: Do the rites of mourning conclude when the funeral services do?
Franklin: The family returns home from the
graveyard and commences a mourning process of
seven days, during which they sit on a very low
stool. They take oﬀ their leather shoes and wear
their slippers; they don’t shave or groom themselves. They are protected from worry about how
they look.
People come to the house during that time and
commiserate with the family and comfort them.
After seven days, the mourners “come back to life”
and return to work, taking up their normal duties
again. They still mourn for any of seven close relatives, but for father or mother mourning would
continue for an entire year. That means for the
year they don’t go to any public entertainment,
movies, plays, concerts, or the like. Each year on
the anniversary of the death, the day is used to
commemorate the deceased. A 24-hour candle is

Franklin: Well, studies have
been done by Elizabeth
Kübler-Ross and others who
are well known for thanatology (dealing with death and the
psychological ramifications of
grief ), and certainly the idea
of stopping the world for a
week and not going out of the
house channels the emotions.
So it gives people who overreact an avenue, and people who
are unable to express themselves are also given an
avenue to grieve.
The mourning process is related to two words,
respect and realism: respect for death because
life just doesn’t carry on; somebody close has
just passed away and that reality gives a person a
greater capacity to deal with the issue.
During the week of sheva, as we call the seven days
of mourning, family and friends all come to the
house. An interesting Jewish custom is that when
you come to visit people who are in mourning, it
is not appropriate to start talking to them. You
should sit down; and if they talk to you, you respond. At that stage of grief, people don’t want
to talk. It shows some sort of sensitivity towards
the situation. What is also interesting, when they
all return from the cemetery after the funeral, it
is customary for the friends to bring food at least
for the first meal. Food is a form of consolation,
and it is not considered good for the bereaved to
go back and prepare their first own meal. So, it is
called a meal of consolation, seudath adara. AnSHABBAT SHALOM 7
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other interesting custom is that some people use
bagels, round rolls that show that life goes on.
Some other people bring hard-boiled eggs to refer
to fertility.
Shabbat Shalom: Finally, an eschatological
question: Does Judaism believe that there will
be a time when death will be no more?
Franklin: This is again a discussion point by our

greatest teacher. That death would be abolished
forever is referred to in biblical writings, so some people
feel that there will be a time
when death will be abolished. The overwhelming
opinion though is that there
might be some resurrection
as sources indicate, but that
those resurrected will be alive only for some time
and then die again in a normal fashion. We believe that eternal life won’t be in this world in a
physical sense, but in the spiritual world, where it
will continue as a spiritual existence. So that tries
to answer the question.

Shabbat Shalom: So, there is a paradise?
Franklin: Absolutely! There is a paradise. Eternal life itself is a paradise. As for physical existence, we are not sure. Certainly it is not a paradise in the sense of what you see in the movies,
or in medieval art. There isn’t such a concept of
paradise. The word garneia used for paradise is
something which is very diﬃcult to define. We
simply say “spiritual existence beyond the grave.”
There is spiritual existence beyond the grave;
but what that is exactly, we
don’t know. Everybody will
have some sort of spiritual
existence beyond the grave;
but the more you develop
your spirituality, the more
substantial that existence
beyond the grave will be.

The mourning process
is related to two words:
respect and realism.

Shabbat Shalom: We have thoroughly enjoyed
your profound and meaningful discussion.
Thank you for your time and effort, Rabbi
Franklin.
This interview was conducted by Petri Matasjarvi.



The Long Sleep

The daughters of Rab Hisda said to him: “Father, why do
you not lie down for a nap?” He replied: “Soon, very soon,
the days will come when I shall have my long slumber. Now
I ought to increase my knowledge of Torah.” Erubin, 64
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